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Introduction 



As proposed in the Academy for Educational Development’s (AED) plan to conduct research 
and evaluation in Mid South Middle Start, these case studies describe the school improvement 
process in three Mid South Middle Start grantee schools. The case studies are based on a 
qualitative inquiry that is more concentrated than evaluation efforts in other schools participating 
in Mid South Middle Start. 

Mid South Middle Start 

Mid South Middle Start is a comprehensive school improvement initiative for schools with 
middle grades. As part of a larger national initiative, Mid South Middle Start, was developed by 
the Academy for Educational Development in collaboration with the Foundation for the Mid 
South (FMS). The goals of the Mid South Middle Start initiative are to build the capacity for 
academic excellence, developmental responsiveness, and social equity in schools with middle 
grades. Mid South Middle Start is based on a set of guidelines commonly referred to as the 
Middle Start Principles and Practices, which emphasize ongoing inquiry into teaching and 
learning, the cultivation of effective small learning communities, continual improvement of 
student learning and achievement, and distribution of leadership throughout the school. Mid 
South Middle Start is committed to working with high-poverty schools in the Mid South Delta 
region. 

Middle Start’s services are delivered locally and are customized to support district initiatives, 
build upon the strengths of schools, and take advantage of their investments in complementary 
reforms. A Middle Start coach works with a school leadership team to guide the school through 
the improvement process, which is supported by regional Middle Start partners skilled in 
providing technical assistance and professional development to middle-grades schools. In 
addition, and perhaps most importantly, Middle Start helps schools build the capacity for 
continuous improvement by providing both a process for change and the tools to support both 
this process and the resulting changes in school structure and approaches to teaching and 
learning. 

In focusing on the school improvement process, these three case studies highlight the 
implementation and impact of Mid South Middle Start. The case studies will help FMS, AED 
and other partners plan and manage the Middle Start initiative and provide information to key 
stakeholders who are involved in the sustainability and expansion of Middle Start in rural and 
underserved communities. More specifically they: 

• contribute toward an in-depth understanding of what it means to be a school 
implementing Middle Start; 

• describe a holistic portrait of the schools’ participation in Mid South Middle Start; and 

• assist AED in giving formative feedback to FMS. 
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Development of Case Studies 

AED and FMS collaborated on the selection of three schools to be case-study subjects. Factors 
important to the selection process were: 

• location of the school (seeking even distribution among the Mid South states of Arkansas, 
Fouisiana and Mississippi); 

• type of grantee school; 

• types of reforms planned; 

• school history in terms of academic performance and stability of administrator and 
faculty turnover; and 

• the school’s availability and willingness to be studied in detail. 

These three case studies of Appleton, Jeyson, and Mt. Olive Middle Schools 1 are based on two 
years (SY 2002-03 and 2003-04) of qualitative data collection by a team of AED researchers. 

The research findings from this time period are presented in this case study. The three case-study 
schools are a subset of the 26 schools receiving Middle Start FMS funding. In each school, the 
research team examined: 

1) the context of implementation of Middle Start; 

2) the role of Middle Start in school improvement efforts; 

3) the accomplishments and challenges that the school encountered; and 

4) the impact of Middle Start in promoting academic achievement, developmental 
responsiveness and equity in the school. 



In addition to gathering data specifically for these questions, the case-study research also 
included more general inquires into the school’s background, physical setting, and historical 
context. 

The design of the research was consistent across each of the three schools. The case-study 
research included one-day site visits in both the fall and spring of each of the case-study years 
(2002-03 and 2003-04), as well as other site visits and interviews with the Middle Start director 
of school improvement services. During the site visits, the research team conducted interviews 
with the following school staff: 

• principal and/or assistant principal; 

• teachers, particularly members of school leadership and grade-level teams; 

• counselors and librarians; and 

• Mid South Middle Start coaches. 
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The names of all schools, staff, and locations have been changed throughout these case studies. 
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In addition to interviews, the research team observed numerous classes, including special 
education and specialized classes, as well as classes of core academic subjects. The research 
team also documented coaches’ meetings and conference calls with members of the school 
improvement team. Research team members also attended the Middle Start summer learning 
institutes, as well as professional development workshops and team meetings with school staff. 
The lead researcher made a second site visit to each school, using a different instrument to obtain 
feedback about Middle Start from school staff. 

Taken together, these three case- studies offer a realistic view of the challenges of implementing 
a comprehensive reform effort, given existing educational improvement initiatives and external 
pressures and circumstances. Each of the three schools presents a different stage of improvement 
and a different set of circumstances, with Middle Start differently realized in all three for a 
variety of reasons. 

Jeyson Middle School presents the most positive view, a school that has been transformed, both 
in name and practice, from a junior high school to a middle-grades school, with the 
implementation of Middle Start. Appleton is at the other end of the spectrum. Despite support for 
Middle Start and ongoing efforts to make the school more supportive of young adolescents, it has 
been plagued by external forces — including budget pressures and lack of community support — 
that have negatively affected reform efforts. In between is Mt. Olive, a small, poor school with 
some of the same pressures as Appleton but with much greater community support. 

These three case studies illustrate that school improvement is an ongoing process demanding 
constant reflection on the part of staff, as well as adjustments and mid-course changes to school 
improvement plans. Schools may move ahead in one area, only to slide back in subsequent years, 
with changes in leadership, staff, or external supports for school improvement. 

These three case studies also show, above all, that school improvement does not happen in a 
vacuum. It is affected by conditions already existing in the school, such as size of faculty, 
tensions among old and new faculty, the pressures of existing mandates, budget constraints, and 
lack of resources. It is also affected by external factors such as economic conditions in the wider 
community, the existence or nonexistence of community groups to act as partners in school 
reform efforts, and support or nonsupport among families and the community at large. 

Ultimately, these case studies provide a basis for considering the role of a comprehensive reform 
initiative, such as Middle Start, in schools and districts with multiple challenges and a paucity of 
resources. Specifically, does such an initiative help a school maintain a focus on improvement 
despite its myriad challenges? 
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